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Foreword

When I studied Chinese classics at Oxford, at the end of each term there was a terrifying event, called “Handshaking.” Dressed in a medieval black frock, each student in turn would be ushered into a room lined with oil paintings, in which he found his professor along with the Master of the College, and some other dons seated at the end of a long oak table. You sat at one end of the table, the dons sat at the other, and they talked about you. Not always flatteringly.

Fresh from 1960s liberated America, I was badly equipped to handle the British dry approach to study. In Japan I’d been imbued with Zen and old thatched farmhouses, which fit poorly with the academic fine points I was supposed to be learning. My tutors viewed me as a Japan-influenced hippy. The low point came when I was asked to write an essay on China’s ancient book of divination, the I Ching. I discussed its historical background, the philology of the unusual characters found in its text, what later commentators had said about it—all the stuff that had been assigned in my tutorial. At the end of the essay, I wrote, “But this is just background. The main thing about the I Ching is that it works.”

That was the last straw. When I walked into Handshaking at the end of that term, I saw grim faces at the end of the table. One of my tutors had written a letter to the dons, which was read aloud. It went on for some time. The concluding words were: “Mr. Kerr is your typical American. He lacks academic rigor. He researches only the ephemera that draw his interest; he’s quick to latch on to superstitions, myths, and oddities. He waves these peculiar interpretations around as if they were sparklers. His tales are not scholarship, and they are not to be given credit, all his protestations notwithstanding.”

I say this in the name of proper disclosure, because this book follows more or less in the vein of that ill-fated I Ching essay. The inspiration to write it came from fellow writer and longtime Kyoto resident Kathy Arlyn Sokol, with whom I’ve often gone on temple-viewing outings. One day Kathy commented, “I wish we had a record of the things you say as we walk through these temples. I think our conversations should be shared with others.” So we decided to create a book that wouldn’t be written, but rather spoken. We sat down with a recorder, and over several years, I would talk and Kathy recorded and transcribed. She sent edited transcripts to me and I used these as the base for an expanded text, which Kathy edited again. Back and forth it went, until finally we completed these nine essays. While they’ve been rewritten and revised, we’ve tried to keep the tone closer to speech than to writing.

I’ve lived in Kyoto for decades, but what brought me to Kyoto was a coincidence. It was not that I had set my heart on being here. When I was quite young my family moved to Yokohama in 1964. I went to school there and later attended university in Tokyo—very far from Kyoto and Kansai. While in university, I discovered Iya Valley in Shikoku and later bought an old thatched farmhouse in the Iya mountains, a house that became my passion. I used to commute between Tokyo and Iya, with Kyoto being just a place I passed through on the way.

I don’t think I would ever have come to live in Kyoto except that I met art collector David Kidd, who became my mentor. David, who had lived in a Ming palace in Beijing before coming to Japan in the early 1950s, was a connoisseur and a great wit. He’s much quoted in this book. In 1976, David founded a program of traditional arts at Oomoto Foundation, located in Kameoka, a town at the western edge of Kyoto, and he asked me to come and help out with the Oomoto school. Without realizing what I was getting into, I obeyed David, came to Oomoto, and had a life-changing discovery of Tea ceremony, Noh drama, martial arts, and so on. A year later, after graduating university, I took a job at Oomoto’s International Department. In 1977 I moved into an old house in Kameoka—and I’ve been here ever since.

Living just outside of Kyoto, I found myself regularly going into the city. In those days it was a different place from Kyoto today. There were many beautiful old houses still standing. The temples hadn’t been polished to the state in which we see them now. They were dingier, darker, but there were fewer rules about what rooms you could enter and whether you could take a photo or not. You could get up close to an old ink painting hung in a murky tokonoma alcove that turned out to be a masterpiece, or push open a door along a corridor and find a secret garden beyond it.

Kyoto is very much on the world tourism route, so I always had a lot of visitors. Anyone who lives here finds that they are constantly taking guests to visit temples. Since I had to do these tours so often, I came up with a “Three-to-One” policy. Each time visiting friends and I went out, we would go to the three famous places they wanted to see, and then to one place that I wanted to see. It might be a minor temple I’d read about somewhere, or a little-visited back garden within the grounds of a famous place. Discoveries could be found just a few steps off the well-beaten tourist path.

“Three-to-One” was a way to relieve the monotony of always traipsing to see the same clichéd sites. Yet repeatedly brought back to these sites for the sake of my visitors, I learned that there’s an “off-the-beaten path” way to look at even the most famous landmarks. Standing yet again at tourist-clogged Kiyomizu or Kinkakuji, in my boredom I’d look away from where I’d always looked before, and I would notice something; like the little “roofs” sheltering the ends of all the wooden crossbeams sticking out from the framework beneath Kiyomizu’s verandah. That made me think about roofs. And suddenly the familiar old place looked new.

Confucius said, “When I reached sixty, my ears were in order” ([image: image]). I always thought that an odd remark. But as the years went by, I realized that you needed to look and look again before these places would unlock their secrets. One could call it “getting one’s eyes in order.” For one temple, the experience might be gradual, like a photographic image emerging in a chemical bath in the darkroom. For another, a new way of looking would come in one “Ah hah!” moment.

I once saw hanging in a tearoom a calligraphy with words by Zen master Dogen that said, “In all the world, there’s nothing really hidden” ([image: image]). Everything we need to know is right there in front of us if we would just look at it. Likewise, most of the insights that Kathy and I arrived at turned out to be nothing very secret. It was just a matter of revisiting the obvious.

For example, before you talk about Kyoto, you need to start with Japan. That would seem obvious enough. Well, what was Japan? It was the end of the line of the Silk Road. For millennia, people and objects, knowledge and cultural traditions, religion and philosophy flowed here from Persia, India, Tibet, Korea, China, Java, Siam, and the South Seas.

Japan, a group of islands removed from the turmoil of the continent, took these things and slowly polished them. As centuries went by, Buddhism vanished from India, Chinese dynasties came and went, but their cultural treasures, like time capsules packed off and sent to another planet, survived destruction in their countries of origin—in Japan. This country ended up as a giant storehouse of ancient Asian wisdom. Within Japan, for a thousand years Kyoto was the capital, and so, compressed into this small space, the best and most precious were further refined.

The Meiji Restoration came along in 1868, and Japan modernized. It began to lose its link to that tradition, but one city had the critical mass of weavers, dyers, Tea ceremony schools, Noh drama, Zen temples, and Shinto shrines, and cocooned within these protective shells, the knowledge of old things survived in Kyoto. The treasure house at the end of the Silk Road that had been Japan shrank down to the treasure chest of Kyoto, making this city urgently important for anybody interested in Asian culture. It’s all here.

In the process of doing this book, it became clear that the themes of Kyoto are truly endless. Kathy and I could easily do another nine essays. In fact we did do another set, but reluctantly put them aside so that this book could be of manageable length. Maybe one day, we’ll polish up the remaining essays for a new edition.

This book is neither a coherent history nor a summing up of everything important about Kyoto, nor even about one particular temple. I don’t go into much detail about the facts of things. Actually, that’s not right. The book is bursting with facts, but only the ones that were helpful in taking me and Kathy into the byways we wanted to explore. For a thoroughgoing introduction to Kyoto, I recommend John Dougill’s Kyoto: A Cultural History, with its detailed historical outline, and Gouverneur Mosher’s enchanting Kyoto: A Contemplative Guide, which tells the tales of twelve famous places.

Another thing I remember from my Oxford days is a tutorial on the Daoist philosopher Zhuangzi, who used to talk about the “wanderings of the truth picker” ([image: image]). This book is about letting the mind wander in the whys of things. Why temple gates needn’t have doors, but gardens must always have fences. In these talks, Kathy and I found that the starting point might be something as trivial as the cracks between tatami mats. Wandering on from that, but of course never, ever, stepping on those cracks, we arrived at unexpected conclusions about Japanese society.

What’s in these pages doesn’t fit in with the history of Japan or Kyoto as usually taught or understood. Much of it is just “lore.” It’s oral history of a zany sort, because the thoughts are scattered and come from so many random people and places, an anecdote I once heard from a Shinto priest at Oomoto, or a witticism casually dropped by David Kidd.

Much of what I say may turn out not even to be true. Although it should have been. In short, what you will find here is not scholarship, and it’s not to be given credit, all my protestations notwithstanding.
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At David Kidd’s moon-viewing platform in Ashiya (1975)
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When we go to see one of the temples we’ve read so much about in the guidebooks, we have the temple and its gardens gloriously in our mind’s eye as we approach. But when we arrive, what do we see? A gate. No temple in sight.

Thousands of gates, actually I think it might be tens of thousands, are scattered throughout the city. There are grand gates, as high as a three- or four-story building, that tower in front of Chion-in and Nanzenji, and more reserved gates like the thatched “country-style” gate of Honen-in, on down to the modest ones that stand in front of old-style houses. From a street-level point of view, these gates define the city as different. Everywhere else in Japan, it’s just a lot of boxy modern buildings. But in Kyoto we have gates. Gates are how we know we’re not in Tokyo.

Nowadays the front gate is where tourists queue to buy their entrance tickets. You can see the tide of visitors pooling here before they pass through and surge up the steps to the sight they’ve come to see. It’s a tollbooth.

In the old days, the gate marked much more than that. When people entered the gate, they believed that it made an absolute divide between the outside and inside. At the gate, you reached the end of your journey to get here; and the start of a new, internal journey.

It’s a powerful idea that stretches across East Asia, going all the way down to Bali. In Bali, you have these gates which look like a pillar has been cut in half and opened up, leaving the sheer walls of the cut pillar to frame the view of the inside. They’re “infinity gates,” because there’s no upper roof, and no limit to the line of sight. We naturally assume this is the entrance, leading into the temple, but the Balinese see it as an exit, taking you out of your daily life.

In Northeast Asia—in China, Korea, and Japan—gates are heavy, roofed structures, the opposite of Balinese emptiness. The Chinese built gates as pavilions, with pillars and roofs, and raised them for greater effect on top of brick and marble pediments. The imposing tiled roofs, with their sweeping rooflines, had an irresistible appeal to builders. So gates got taller and grander, becoming more and more substantial until eventually they turned into buildings in their own right. The Japanese followed this tradition. Larger gates even have worship halls and audience chambers in their upper floors.

You could easily mistake some of the bigger gates for the temples or palaces they give onto. One American friend of mine, who had visited both Tiananmen gate in Beijing and Chion-in gate in Kyoto, was taken aback when he heard me refer to them as “gates.” They might have the name “gate” attached to them, but for him, Tiananmen was a palace building, and Chion-in gate was a temple.

Going through a mon (gate) came to mean initiation into a religious or artistic secret. On entering you became a disciple of those who dwell beyond the gate. To this day, monka (within the gate) or montei (younger brothers of the gate) indicate a teacher’s disciples; ichimon (within one gate) refers to the members of a school or family. Hamon (broken gate) means that someone has been excommunicated or kicked out of a group. And there are dozens of other mon words, all referring to the community of people who have passed through a gate.

[image: image]

Tiananmen gate, Beijing
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Balinese gate

In Zen, it’s still a tradition, at least at Daitokuji, for someone who applies to enter the temple as a disciple to stand outside the gate for three days until a monk comes and admits them. My friend the late John Toler studied Zen at Daitokuji and ultimately became an ordained abbot in Nara. John used to talk of the rigors of that first ordeal. He fainted from thirst and exhaustion. Of course it had all been arranged in advance with the temple that someone would let him in after three days, so he really had nothing to worry about. Decades later, when asked about what it was like studying Zen within Daitokuji, John would always begin with the story of waiting at the gate.

Entering the gate is not something you do lightly. So before going in, let’s pause and look at it.

[image: image]

The Rule of Three

If it’s the gate to a Buddhist temple, it’s usually built in three parts. I lived in Kyoto for decades before this simple “Rule of Three” dawned on me. Sometimes the roofs over the middle section are higher, while those over the left and right wings are lower.

But usually they’re all sheltered under one roof. In any case, there will be three openings in the gate.

Doing things in threes is deeply satisfying to human beings. It could be as simple as that. Three-part gates are hardly unique to Japan. The Romans used a triple-arch structure for many of their triumphal arches and city gates, Gothic cathedrals featured three-part porticos, and after Palladio it became the standard format for the façade of a Renaissance church. The psychological origins are probably the same.

Once I realized that temple gates were supposed to have three parts, the standard name for them, sanmon [image: image] (three gates), made sense. I had seen the homonym sanmon [image: image] (mountain gate) used sometimes for temple gates, and assumed this was the correct version because a temple can also be called a “mountain.” But “three gates” turns out to be the original word.

We see plenty of single-entry gates for private residences and palaces. So the Rule of Three would seem to have something to do specially with Buddhism. Monks, who have a lot of free time to think up theories, have come up with ideas to support the Rule of Three. A common one that you hear is the “Three Liberations.” The word “Liberation” is a hint that it’s got to do with what you leave behind as you enter, that is, it’s close to the Balinese idea that the gate is an exit from your normal life. By the way, the three things to be liberated from are “Greed,” “Hatred,” and “Foolishness.”

[image: image]

Doorless Gates

The next thing to note is, does the gate have a door? You can see some with very serious doors, made of thick timbers fitted with metal rivets and huge wooden bolts. The most dramatic is at the great gate to Nijo Castle, which was, after all, a fortress. But you’ll also find gates with no doors at all. Just airy open spaces between their pillars.

[image: image]

Roman triumphal triple arch
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Gothic cathedral three-part portico

Some of the biggest gates, such as Chion-in and Tofukuji, are completely doorless. This contrasts with the great gates of most other places in the world. Especially all the gates of the Forbidden City in Beijing. They have very solid doors, reinforced with brass studs, built to keep outsiders out and insiders in. I’ve never seen a discussion anywhere as to why the doorless gate evolved in Japan. But I imagine that, as with so many other things, it’s because the Japanese built these gates as symbols, not as real barriers at all.

Once again, the monks have been busy and came up with explanations. I’ve read that the meaning of a gate without doors is that the Buddhist dharma is open to all comers; that all may enter here freely. Yet plenty of temples have gates that shut and lock. So that logic is a little suspect.
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Ah Un

Often only the central entrance opens to allow access. If you look closely, you’ll see that while the gate is still designed in three parts, the wings to left and right have been closed off to become boxed-in spaces housing sculptures of guardian deities. For temples these would be Nio “guardians,” super-muscular hulks standing with arms upraised, eyes glaring, and mouths contorted into a shout or a frown.

Of course, they don’t grimace in any old way; there’s a rule to those mouths. They’re invoking the cosmic sounds Ah Un. Ah is an open mouth; Un is a shut mouth, symbolizing in and out, alpha and omega, sound and silence, the beginning and end of everything.

Ah Un—one side with an open mouth, the other side with a closed mouth—went on from Nio guardians to be applied to any protective gate figure. Shishi (lions) and koma-inu (lion-dogs), found in pairs on either side of a gate, all follow this rule. So do the statues of Heian courtiers carrying quivers of bows and arrows and wearing frizzy hairdos, who take the place of Buddhist Nio guardians at Shinto shrines.

While it’s a Hindu-Buddhist idea, Ah Un went right into Shintoism. The foxes beside the main gate at Fushimi Inari shrine—one with a key in its mouth, the other with a flaming jewel—follow Ah Un, as do the other animal sculptures in the Inari grounds.
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“Limination”

Actually, there’s usually not just one gate as you approach a temple, but a series. It’s got to do with the idea of a progression in stages, moving step by step, from the mundane into the holy. Major temple complexes might feature a nandaimon, a “great southern gate,” so-named because it stood at the foot of the north-south axis along which big temples were aligned. Nandaimon are something of a medieval relic you don’t see so much in Kyoto, but if you want to see a nandaimon, go to Toji temple, which is one of the few surviving sites dating back to the early 9th century nearly to the founding of the city.
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Nio guardians, one with mouth closed, “Un,” and the other open, “Ah”
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Foxes at Fushimi Inari shrine
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Guardian lion-dogs at Shinto shrine

For lesser, or later temples, the series usually starts with a sanmon, which is the main gate. If the temple is large enough, there may be more gates before or after this. All of which indicates that you are traveling from the day-to-day into a place special and removed, from lesser to greater mysteries. This comes out of Esoteric Buddhism, where the idea is that you gain enlightenment bit by bit, initiation by initiation.

However, there’s another way to look at the lack of doors and the gates lined up in series. It’s something that goes to the core of everything Japanese. For this I use the word “limination.” Please don’t waste time looking it up in a dictionary. I made it up.

It’s related to the concept of liminality, a term anthropologists use to describe a threshold, something vague, neither this nor that. Liminality, for the anthropologists, is the condition of being between one state and another—ambiguity at the threshold. I use “limination” to mean exactly the opposite. Limination also signifies a threshold, but in this case a clear-cut one. Doing away with ambiguity. It means drawing lines, arranging things so that discrete spaces are for certain uses, and are separated by barriers from other spaces.

By the way, this runs against the view held by many Japanese concerning their own country: that while the West is clear-cut and precise, Japan is vague and ambiguous. Novelist Oe Kenzaburo even titled his 1994 Nobel Prize acceptance speech, Japan, the Ambiguous, and Myself. But one could argue that the opposite is true: there are no vague areas, a line is always drawn.

Japan does limination constantly, from defining the seasons (and not just the four seasons, but weekly in the case of flowers for the Tea ceremony), to the floors and ceilings of different parts of a house, down to the edgings between tatami. So a gate can’t just be something you happen to walk through on the way from here to there. It must take its place in a “limination sequence.” The gate stands at the beginning, or middle, or end, of a walkway.
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Axial and Circular Walkways

For many temples and shrines, there’s a walkway that begins before you even reach the main gate of the sanmon. This is called the sando (pilgrimage path). There might be an entry gate at the start of it, and several minor gates along the way. Once inside the main gate, the sando continues, and there are more gates.

Sando walkways come in two types: axial and circular. The axial type is found not only at Zen temples but also at large shrines like Kitano Tenmangu. The temple or shrine buildings are aligned along a north-south axis, and the sando follows the axis. It may zigzag a bit, but it’s basically aligned north-south.

Axial sando are the mark of complexes that were planned and built all at one time in one piece, so they follow a system. A thousand years after its founding, the central axis of Toji temple is still clearly visible.

In contrast to Toji’s classical design, there’s the circular type of sando, like the winding approaches to Kinkakuji and Ryoanji. These came along as afterthoughts, scratched into the grounds of what had been Heian aristocrats’ villas, so there’s no overall plan. They just meander around the pond and up the hill. That’s how you know that these places, although officially Zen temples, don’t quite have the seriousness of the others. Once a pleasure palace, always a pleasure palace.

There’s a special type of circular walkway, not often seen at temples but which you do encounter at Nijo Castle. It’s the helix. You walk through a solid iron-studded gate overlooked by battlements with slatted windows from which they could shoot invaders; and then, what you see in front of you is a flat wall. You have to turn to walk around it, and then veer right to approach the inner gate. It was a defensive stratagem to make it hard for attacking troops to charge straight into the palace.

In contrast, Kyoto and the Chinese-inspired capitals before it, Nara and Asuka, were square grids centered on a north-south axis with gates at the four points of the compass. The most famous gate was Rashomon in the south, which was the city’s equivalent of a temple’s nandaimon. Long before Zen gardens, the old city had its axes and gates. So the axial complexes within the city such as Toji, Myoshinji, the Imperial Palace, and so forth are just repeating on a smaller scale Kyoto’s primal plan.

Every once in a while you come across a temple that breaks the mold, and in Kyoto there are two big ones: Higashi-Honganji and Nishi-Honganji, headquarters of the rival sects of True Pure Land Buddhism. Neither one has a sando. Both temple complexes border right on a main avenue, so there’s no gradual approach. You enter the gate, and you’re in the temple grounds, and that’s it. These two are unusual for being sited not along the foothills like most of Kyoto’s other large temples, but right in the heart of town. Real estate was too precious. So they had to dispense with sando.

Another thing that might be a factor in why these two temples have no sando is that, before their headquarters moved to Kyoto in the early 17th century, the True Pure Land sects had a history of radical egalitarianism. Their followers built armed citadels, notably in Osaka, from which they fought off warlords and rampaging monks from other sects for centuries. They wanted no part of the tiered levels of enlightenment found in Esoteric or Zen Buddhism. In the True Pure Land sects, all you needed to do was to chant the name of the bodhisattva Amida and you would be saved. So I imagine that when they set up their new headquarters in Kyoto, they felt less need for a series of barriers marking progressive stages of “innerness” and “outerness.”
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Array of gates at Higashi-Honganji temple
Left to right: Amidado-mon, Goeido-mon, Kiku-no-mon, Genkan-mon

They could do without the sando path, but they still felt the need for gates. At Higashi-Honganji they arranged a variety of gates side-by-side inset into the wall facing Karasuma street. It’s like a display of gate types carefully selected by a curator. The relatively plain Genkan-mon or “entry gate”; the never-opened Kiku-no-mon (Chrysanthemum Gate) with its arched roof and big chrysanthemum crest; the grand tripartite Goeido-mon with three doors (the tallest temple gate in Japan); and the arched Amidado-mon, roofed with cedar chips. It’s an exhibition of gates.
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Stairway to Heaven

One item common to sando, and especially to the gates, is stairs. One might say, well, so there are stairs. It would hardly seem worth mentioning, but in fact stairways are a big part of visiting a temple. Even if there’s not a full flight, there are always a few steps, maybe just three or four, leading up to the gate or carrying on from the gate.

They indicate that you’re climbing a mountain. But it’s not just any mountain. This mountain has a name, Mount Sumeru. That’s the sacred peak at the center of the Hindu and Buddhist universe that the temple stands for. From the Khmer temples of Angkor Wat in Cambodia all the way up to Chinese and Japanese pagodas, each one is a miniature representation of this sacred Mount Sumeru. The gate marks one of the base camps on the way up.

It’s a universal rule that one climbs up to a temple. The only exception I can think of is the temple of Sennyuji in southeast Kyoto. The reason must have been that because Sennyuji sits in a little valley they had to build the sando in this way. After you climb up to the entry gate, the sando swoops downwards into the vale
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Chapter 1

A temple visit always starts with the gate.
But why are there gates without doors?
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